Dental photography can be incredibly useful for illustrating dental and oral conditions and aiding clear communication with patients and colleagues. This can be seen in every case report published in the BDJ, as well as frequently in the Letters section -such reports would be considerably less useful without the accompanying case photographs! The popularity of the BDJ's series on dental photography earlier last year suggests that there is a high level of current interest in the subject, so this paper by Morse et al. is timely in its investigation of use of photography in a sample of general dental practitioners (GDPs).
As is often the case with questionnaire studies, the response rate was somewhat disappointing at 56.2%. However, with an initial sample size of 1,000 this still represented a signifi cant number of respondents and the results of the study are certainly of interest. Just under half (48%) of respondents indicated that they used clinical photography in their practice, with the majority using a digital camera and just over one third using a 35 mm camera. The authors compare their results to those of a similar study conducted in 2002 and it is interesting to see that the proportion of GDPs using clinical dental photography has increased by 12%. The number of practitioners using digital cameras has also changed signifi cantly as the majority of respondents to the 2002 study indicated that they used 35 mm photography, although this is perhaps unsurprising given the advances in and increased affordability of digital photographic technology over the period of time between the studies.
For those respondents not using clinical photography, the most common reasons cited were that there was no perceived need for it, that there was poor remuneration for photography on the NHS and that it was too time consuming. However, over half of current nonusers considered that they would begin using clinical photography at some time in the future. Interestingly, these results were similar to those in the 2002 study.
One area highlighted by the authors in their discussion was the lack of courses in dental photography available to interested GDPs -a point also picked up by Dr Wander in his commentary (p 15).
Only 16.1% of respondents had attended a course in the previous year. If the study's fi ndings are correct in suggesting that increasing numbers of GDPs will use photography in their practice in future, then the current patchy availability of photography courses will need to be made far more widespread. 
COMMENT
More and more dental practitioners are using dental photography in their everyday practices. In this paper, a questionnaire was distributed to 1,000 randomly selected dentists in the UK, and the data collected and analysed. Nearly half the respondents (48%) used clinical photography (compared with 36% in a 2002 study.) Photography was used mainly for treatment planning, patient motivation, medico-legal reasons and communication with the dental laboratory.
It appears that more male practitioners than female practitioners use clinical photography, and it seems that private and specialist practitioners are more likely to utilise dental photography than NHS practitioners. The reasons suggested were the perception that there is no need, the lack of time and the poor fees under the NHS. The paper also suggests there is a paucity of courses available nationally run by the Deaneries.
In recent months, articles have appeared on the topic in the British Dental Journal as well as a series in Dental Practice magazine. Equipment has now been very much simplifi ed and a number of kits made available by several photographic companies which make the taking of clinical images as easy as 'pointing and shooting'.
However, as suggested by the paper, there is a need for courses, in particular, I feel, to demonstrate simplifi ed techniques of retraction and the use of mirrors. It is my opinion that courses should be available for all the dental team, as in my experience involving the staff will facilitate the taking of dental photography by other members of the team, thereby reducing the time the clinician as an individual would spend taking the images.
P. A. Wander
Dental Practitioner, Salford, Lancashire 1. Why did you undertake this research? As a general dental practitioner working under both NHS and private contract for 20 years, I have found clinical photography very useful to communicate with patients, the laboratory and for documentation. As part of an MSc in Primary Dental Care at Birmingham Dental Hospital the opportunity arose to repeat a study on the prevalence and uses of clinical photography by general dental practitioners (GDPs). I believed this would not only be of considerable personal interest and assistance but would be of value and interest to the profession, to determine not only current uses but also how these had changed since 2002.
What would you like to do next in this area to follow on from this work?
This research indicated that approximately half of all GDPs used clinical photography. The main uses were patient communication including treatment planning, medico-legal reasons and communication with the laboratory. The most commonly cited reasons for nonuse were no perceived need or demand and poor fees for photographs in the NHS. The research also found that NHS practitices usually undertook less clinical photography. Bearing this in mind, research to confi rm improved clinical outcomes and the costs involved to achieve this would be particularly helpful to non-users. The research should be devised to avoid any detrimental outcome to the patient.
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